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Advice and Guidance

Introduction

The earliest known conservatories date from the 17th century. Orangeries became a fashionable addition to English country houses in the 18th century. Glass houses of all kinds became popular in the mid 19th century when improvements in technology allowed larger panes of glass to be produced and also led to cheaper glass and cast iron.

The Great Exhibition of 1851 and the construction of the Crystal Palace marked an upsurge in the popularity of glazed structures and conservatories. They reached their peak in the late Victorian and Edwardian era but by 1920 were no longer in fashion.

The original purpose of a conservatory was a greenhouse for tender plants, some however were also used for entertaining but maintained their role as a natural transition between house and garden. Today there are many uses to which conservatories may be put such as living or dining rooms and this explains their resurgence in popularity during the last 30 years.

Design Considerations

Building a conservatory is often thought of as an economical and quick way of providing additional accommodation. In other words it is another way of extending a house and this should be borne in mind when considering its design. 

The juxtaposition between conservatories and historic buildings rarely succeeds since their form of construction and detailing is alien to traditional historic forms. The use of modern materials together with Victorian elements, for example, has no true historic precedent. Likewise 'standard catalogue designs' generally based on Victorian or Edwardian styles are usually over elaborate.

Each historic building has its own individual character and as such it is difficult to adopt hard and fast rules when considering new works. There is, of course, a need for careful thought and high quality design principles when considering the style and appropriateness of a conservatory addition.

Location

Conservatories are transitional spaces between house and garden so their relationship with the garden is a fundamental issue. The most natural location would therefore usually be at garden level to the rear of the property. That said the conservatory should not be sited on a prominent elevation or in a position that dominates or disrupts important views of the building.

How the conservatory is attached to the parent building is another important consideration. A conservatory is usually so completely different to the architecture of an historic building in form and material that it is difficult to attach directly and problems of compatibility result. Often some form of transition between the conservatory and historic building will create a better relationship between the two. 

When providing a link between the two buildings, ideally an existing opening should be used, preferably a doorway but perhaps adapting a window opening would be permissible. Minimum intervention with historic fabric is of prime importance.

Size

The size of the proposed conservatory is also important. It must clearly be subordinate to the parent building if the character of the original architecture is to remain dominant. In general terms it should cover no more than half the width of the elevation.

The plan form should also relate to that of the parent building. In most cases the floor area should be significantly less than that of the adjoining room to maintain the hierarchy of space.

Materials

The use of traditional materials and details is the preferred option, with the precedent for the design taken from the style and period of the principal historic building to which it is attached.

Timber - In the 19th century and early 20th century timber was the predominant material. Traditional joinery used simple mouldings, particularly on glazing bars, to create a fine appearance to the windows that we should strive to replicate today. The use of double-glazing presents certain difficulties.

Metal - The Victorians often used wrought and cast iron. The cost, maintenance requirements and decline in the craft limit its use today.

Glass - Glass is of course the predominant material in conservatory construction. Generally 4mm glass is used in conservatories (6mm for larger panes). Toughened or laminated glass is also used. Using special glass can reduce glare from the sun. Single glazing reduces the loss of beneficial sunlight and has other advantages such as the ability to use fine joinery and its transparency compared to the distorted reflections of double-glazing

Windows - To ensure temperature control and prevent condensation adequate ventilation is essential, This can be traditionally provided by the use of sash, casement or top hung windows.

Base Plinth - Usually the conservatory frame is mounted on a solid plinth. The external finish should typically complement the principal building.

Rainwater Goods - The use of traditional materials such as painted cast metal is the preferred option.

Inappropriate materials - Aluminium and upvc are not traditional materials and result in a totally different appearance to timber. Their use is inappropriate in the context of historic buildings and would therefore be unlikely to receive the necessary consents.
Other Issues

Planning and Building Control - Any building attached to a listed building will require Listed Building Consent. Under normal circumstances conservatories do not need Building Regulations Approval but must meet certain criteria. The Building Control Inspector will be able to advise.

Advice

The Councils Conservation Officer, Richard Spooner, will be pleased to help and advise on all aspects of conservatories and where to find the necessary expertise to assist you. He can be contacted at the Council Offices on 01664-502387; Fax 01664-410283 or e-mail rspooner@melton.gov.uk
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